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ABSTRACT 
 The natural environment is becoming an increasing concern within the global 
society and within the realm of social work practice. Social work practitioners and 
scholars are advocating for incorporating environmental justice into social work 
education, but have yet to adequately develop the research and strategies to execute this 
task. To further develop the research behind this concept, 112 social work students’ 
attitudes toward the environment were analyzed using the New Environmental Paradigm 
Scale and questions regarding the intersection of social work and the natural 
environment. Analysis of the data found social work students were less pro-environment 
than populations within previous studies. Although, social work students reported the 
desire to learn more about environmental issues and felt as though it would help them 
become better social workers. Results also suggested social work students did not know 
where to find information on environmental issues and misconstrued information on 
environmental issues, whether or not they felt informed. It will be imperative to further 
develop the research on incorporating environmental justice into social work education 
through future pilot programs with student attitudes and cultures into consideration.  
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The Rising Concern for Environmental Issues 
 Environmental and sustainability issues have been dramatically increasing 
concerns, particularly within the past few decades because humans are more 
comprehensively understanding and experiencing the ramifications of environmental 
degradation (Shaw, 2011). Human impact has taken its toll on the physical environment 
in many forms. Natural resources are diminishing from human consumption. 
Industrialization and industrial pollution have damaged our environment’s natural 
balance. This has caused issues like global climate change which influences weather 
patterns and the development of natural disasters (Dominelli, 2012). Despite the 
controversy, research has shown comprehensive evidence to support this claim. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published a climate change synthesis 
report stating researchers were 95% certain humans are the primary factor influencing 
worldwide climate change, with greenhouse gas emissions from industrialization being a 
main source (Pachauri et al., 2014). Furthermore, the report states the consequences of 
climate change can lead to higher occurrences of extreme weather events such as rising 
sea levels, droughts, cyclones, and floods.  
The consequences of human impact on the environment place individuals at 
physical risk and also cause societal and economic harm.  Due to the rapid rate of climate 
change, humans and other organisms are unable to adjust and adapt at a sufficient rate to 
keep pace the rate of environmental change. This places individuals, societies, and 
ecosystems at high risk for a large-scale displacement, which is when communities are 
forced to move out of their communities due to unsafe living conditions (Pachauri et al., 
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2014). Displacement can result in unfavorable consequences, such as health problems, 
poverty, and trauma (Pachauri et al., 2014).  
In response to the imminent risk of climate change, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) met in Paris, France for the 
annual United Nations Climate Change Conference in December 2015. The Paris 
Agreement produced from this conference was the first legally-binding agreement to 
occur between 195 countries in regards to climate change. The goal of the pact is to help 
reduce the rate of climate change through mitigation, national climate action plans, 
transparent reporting, and providing support to countries that may not have the resources 
available to tackle global climate issues (European Commission, 2015). The development 
of such an international agreement demonstrates the severity and widespread impact of 
climate change and how it is crucially important for everyone around the world to 
address. 
 Although many perceive natural disasters or extreme weather events as the sole 
threat of environmental degradation and even climate change, multiple studies and 
organizations active in the environmental justice movement have recognized 
environmental degradation also creates social and economic issues (Bullard, 1993; 
Hinrichsen, 1987; Schmitz, Matyok, Sloan, & James, 2012; Williams & Tedeschi, 2013).  
Williams and Tedeschi (2013) emphasized that the human impact on the environment has 
a disproportionate effect on the vulnerable, oppressed, impoverished, and marginalized 
populations. It is argued that environmental changes have caused an increasing demand 
on already limited natural resources in vulnerable societies, regardless of the prosperity 
occurring in industrialized countries, causing a large disparity of health around the globe. 
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Schmitz et al. (2012) also contributes to this idea stating environmental degradation 
disproportionately affects the health of communities suffering from poverty and 
discrimination due to their lack of opportunity for involvement in policy changes. 
Consequently, these communities ability to contribute or have influence on their local 
policies over sustainability efforts is limited.  
Social Work and Environmental Issues 
Social work focuses on social justice for vulnerable people and groups, therefore 
issues related to the changing physical environment raise a significant need for the 
development of social work knowledge about the environment and how it can affect the 
people social workers serve (Boetto & Bell, 2015). The expansion of intersecting 
environmental justice into social work values and ethics has been a gradual process that 
still needs much specification (Boetto & Bell, 2015). Social work is a unique profession 
because it concentrates on individuals within their social context, also a perspective 
called person-in-environment (Miller & Hayward, 2012). This is a widely accepted 
stance within social work that focuses on the social environment, such as social structure, 
but some have debated whether or not the physical environment should be incorporated 
into this perspective (Shaw, 2011).  
In the past, various social work Codes of Ethics did not include the physical 
environment, such as in the National Association of Social Worker’s Code of Ethics 
(National Association of Social Workers, 2008). If it was mentioned in a social work 
Code of Ethics, the term “natural environment” or “physical environment” was not 
defined. For example, the British Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics (The 
British Association of Social Workers, 2012) mentions addressing concerns regarding a 
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person’s “natural environment.” The Australian Association of Social Workers Code of 
Ethics (2010) as well as the Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation 
Standards (2012) mention addressing the whole person including their “natural” and 
“physical environments.” Unfortunately, these ethics and standards fail to elaborate on 
the definition of the natural, or physical, environment and how it directly applies to the 
social work profession.  
Only within the past few years have professional social work associations around 
the world begun to include what it means for social workers to advocate for 
environmental justice within their Codes of Ethics and Standards. Pillai and Gupta 
(2013), two social work scholars, developed a proposal for “Greening Social Work” for 
the Council on Social Work Education Global Commission, a commission responsible for 
helping incorporate international programs and projects into social work education 
(Council on Social Work Education, 2015). As a result, in February 2015, the Council on 
Social Work Education (CSWE) Commission for Diversity and Social and Economic 
Justice (CDSEJ), and the CSWE Commission on Global Social Work Education 
(CGSWE), joined to officially launch the Committee on Environmental Justice. CSWE 
has recognized how environmental issues are connected to social justice and is becoming 
an increasingly important factor within addressing social or economic issues (Council on 
Social Work Education, 2015). In conjunction with the launch of the Committee on 
Environmental Justice, the CSWE also revised the Educational Policy and Accreditation 
Standards (EPAS) to integrate “environmental justice” within social work competencies. 
The EPAS 2015 states, “Social workers apply their understanding of social, economic, 
and environmental justice to advocate for human rights at the individual and system 
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levels; and engage in practices that advance social, economic, and environmental justice” 
(Council on Social Work Education, 2015).  
Despite efforts that have been made to incorporate environmental justice into 
social work, the intersection between environmental issues and the social work profession 
continues to need further development. The literature on the intersection of 
environmental issues and social work remains quite limited. The social work profession 
has not readily responded to issues pertaining to environmental injustices due to the 
misconception that environmental issues involve solely physical scientists and scholars 
(Dominelli, 2014; Pillai & Gupta, 2013). This has contributed to a lack of urgency for 
initiatives toward the development of environmental, or green, social work. Additionally, 
social work education has yet to incorporate environmental issues into its curriculum. 
When Australian social work courses were analyzed in 2013, there existed hardly any 
reference to environmental issues or topics on the natural environment, despite the 
incorporation of environmental justice into the Australian social work Code of Ethics and 
standards (Boetto & Bell, 2015). Unfortunately, literature on the topic is limited and the 
role of social workers within environmental issues is not clear. The incongruence of 
social work standards, social work values, and social work education on environmental 
concerns must be addressed in order to create a more systematic method toward social 
justice (Boetto & Bell, 2015). Despite there being more publications on the topic of social 
worker’s obligations for environmental justice, there is hardly any literature regarding 
social work education in conjunction with environmental justice practices (Miller & 
Hayward, 2014). 
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Defining Environmental Social Work 
 Various perspectives exist on the terminology, concept, and approach of 
environmental social work. Dominelli (2012) described environmental social work, also 
known as ecological or green social work, “as that part of practice that intervenes to 
protect the environment and enhance people’s well-being by integrating the 
interdependencies between people and their socio-cultural, economic and physical 
environments” (pg. 8). She provides examples of social workers working to address key 
environmental concerns such as the harmful consequences of industrialization, pollution, 
climate change, the scarcity of natural resources, and the over-consumption within 
wealthy nations. Additionally, environmental social work must use a holistic approach 
and requires macro intervention, community building, and collaborative involvement. 
Miller, Hayward, and Shaw (2012) argued environmental social work practice should 
possess a perspective that embraces the perspective of both environmental justice and 
ecological justice. Miller et al. (2012) defines environmental justice as addressing the 
needs and rights of individuals by obtaining justice only within the parameter of the 
physical environment and environmental issues. They further state environmental justice 
does not specify other social inequalities or concerns, but it does suggest marginalized 
populations are disproportionately affected by environmental crises. Miller et al. 
continues to state ecological justice as providing fairness for humans needs and rights 
based on the concept that nature and the physical environment are a collective entity and 
not human-centralized. Miller et al. described how the 17 Principles of Environmental 
Justice, which was created by the first National People of Color Environmental 
Leadership Summit in 1991, reflects an all-inclusive approach for environmental and 
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ecological justice. He then applied these principles to social work practice emphasizing 
how the principles shift from a strictly human-centered perspective into a perspective 
where all living creatures, including humans, plants, and animals, are currently at-risk 
and interrelated. Miller et al. stressed the importance for social workers to understand the 
vulnerabilities of the world from an ecological perspective, not just a human perspective, 
and apply it into social work practice. 
Many other researchers agree with the Dominelli’s and Miller et al’s. perspective 
on environmental social work, but these researchers who agree also expand on the topic 
and state environmental crises can also cause instances of economic, political, and 
cultural issues or crises (Schmitz et al., 2012; Jarvis, 2013; Gray & Coates, 2012; 
Williams & Tedeschi, 2013). In order for social workers to comprehensively understand 
environmental justice, it will be important for social workers to incorporate ecological 
issues within their core values (Altston, 2013). Once environmental justice is inclusive to 
social work practice, social workers can begin to play a reputable and significant role 
within environmental justice influencing, the policy makers and scientists already within 
the environmental issues arena (Schmitz et al., 2012). 
The Impact of Environmental Issues on Social Work Communities. As 
researchers increase their understanding of the biophysical environment, their 
understanding of how environmental issues impact communities also increases. The 
NASW Code of Ethics (2008) mandates social workers to pay particular attention to “the 
needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty.” 
There exists a lack of conceptualization of how environmental issues affect these 
populations (Gray & Coates, 2012). Natural disaster events are one of the most apparent 
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forms of how environmental issues affect social work communities. For example, in 
2010, heavy monsoons caused a rift of floods in Pakistan which submerged a fifth of the 
country’s lands. The floods destroyed thousands of schools, health care facilities, homes, 
factories, and communication systems. It caused sanitation issues particularly with the 
drinking water, agricultural issues, and food shortages. It left 20 million individuals 
affected and 5.3 million individuals without jobs. Unfortunately, humanitarian and 
emergency relief was inconsistent, lacked evidence-based intervention, and structure. 
Many vulnerable groups within the country, such as those in poverty, are still suffering 
the consequences of the disasters. Other significant natural disasters that occurred around 
the world also continue to affect the victims of such tragic events today, such as the Haiti 
earthquakes in 2010 and Hurricane Katrina in 2005. For example, individuals affected by 
Hurricane Katrina currently experience repair and reconstruction difficulties where they 
live, resources to fulfill basic needs are still scarce and far between, and young 
individuals are unable to progress academically due to the emotional struggles of 
unaddressed trauma. These are only a few of the multitude of issues still occurring today 
(Dominelli, 2012).  
Environmental crises can often occur as a direct result of human industrialization 
decisions and policies, which can disproportionately affect vulnerable communities. The 
Flint water crisis that began April 2014 in Flint, Michigan is a prime example of this 
result and reflects multiple social issues within this environmental issue. The Flint water 
crisis began when the city’s water source was changed from a Detroit water line to the 
Flint River according to The Guardian Newspaper (Felton, 2015). In September 2015, 
Dr. Marc Edwards from Virginia Tech released a research study exposing a serious 
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problem of lead contamination in the Flint River water source that was poisoning Flint 
consumers, particularly children (Edwards, 2015). Outrage across the world toward Flint 
officials has ensued due to the suggestion that these politicians were aware of the lead 
contamination but did not attempt to solve the issue (Gordy, 2016). David Rosner’s 
(2015) editorial describes how the city of Flint was vastly polluted with lead from 
industrialization since the 1920’s. Despite posing dangerous risks for the residents in and 
around Flint, there has been no serious interventions in attempt to resolution until now. In 
addition, Flint residents were continuously billed for the lead contaminated water while 
having to resort to buying bottled water to have a clean water supply (Berlinger, 2015). 
Many advocacy groups like the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and Black Lives Matter stated the Flint water crisis is an example of 
“environmental racism,” and because if the problem had occurred in an affluent 
neighborhood, the lead issue would have been resolved more quickly (Martinez, 2016). 
Environmental racism is when minorities, specifically people of color, are more at risk 
for exposure to pollution, experience the most negative health outcomes related to 
environmental issues, do not have a voice in addressing environmental issues in their 
communities, and are overall disproportionately affected by environmental problems 
(Dickinson, 2012). 
The Flint water crisis is a contemporary example of the many complexities 
environmental crises can cause within vulnerable communities. The ramifications of 
environmental issues are often long term and cannot be resolved with a singular science-
based intervention, but with the combination of efforts from science and social service 
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fields. Identifying where the disparities exist within environmental crises can be an 
important factor to consider when comprehensively fighting for environmental justice.  
Social Worker’s Responsibilities to Biophysical Environment. The social work 
profession traditionally focuses only on humans, but current environmental injustices 
encourage social workers to expand their focus to how the physical environment affects 
people. Gray and Coates (2011) believe expanding the definition of a person-in-
environment perspective to include observing both social and physical environments will 
ensure interventions are based in a true ecosystems framework. The disregard for 
including the physical environment within the person-in-environment perspective is 
suggested to be negligence within the profession within this theoretical framework (Gray 
& Coates, 2011). Additionally, social work’s absence from environmental policies 
resulted in policies shaped primarily by scientific scholars who did not incorporate social 
aspects into their research and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
reports (Altson, 2013). When the social work profession remains uninvolved in the 
decision-making process of environmental policies, efforts, and interventions, it is 
neglectful of the social worker’s code of ethics, specifically the social work obligation to 
serve vulnerable populations (Kemp, 2011). There is a general consensus from scholars 
that in order for social workers to truly support individuals holistically, physical 
environments must be accounted and advocated for (Altson, 2013; Boetto & Bell, 2015; 
Dominelli, 2014; Jarvis, 2013; Kemp, 2011; Miller, Hayward, & Shaw, 2012; Shaw, 
2011; Williams & Tedeschi, 2013).  
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Expanding Social Work Education 
Integrating Environmental Issues in Social Work Education. Altson (2013) 
and Kemp (2011) emphasize how more research needs to be conducted in order to 
provide an adequate foundation of educational theory and intervention within social work 
education and practice. One of the major barriers with creating an environmentally-driven 
social work system is being able to specify environmental social work practice and 
integrate it into social work education (Kemp, 2011). There is a large deficit of research 
on how to integrate environmental issues within social work education. Few scholars 
have discussed this issue, but the importance of developing a basis for environmental 
social work education has recently come to the attention of scholars (Androff, Fike & 
Rorke, in press).  
Proposed Methods of Integration in Social Work Education. Jones (2013) 
described three methods for adding ecological content to existing curriculum called the 
‘bolt-on’ approach, ‘embedded’ approach, and the ‘transformative’ approach. The ‘bolt-
on’ approach contributes ecological content to the existing curriculum by relating it to 
similar topics; the ‘embedded’ approach is integrating ecological content throughout the 
curriculum; and the ‘transformative’ approach is changing the fundamentals of the 
curriculum to fully integrate ecological content into social work content to create a 
holistic understanding of the world (Jones, 2013). Boetto and Bell (2015) conducted a 
pilot study using Jones (2013)’s ‘bolt-on’ approach through a program called ‘The 
Ecological Social Work Programme.’ The curriculum consists of an online, self-paced 
initiative that supports a non-linear, exploratory learning model through six workshops, 
which ran for six weeks in 2012. Each workshop contained three sections: an 
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introductory theme providing definitions and foundational knowledge, an interactive 
activity such as video content, and student reflection and discussion. The students able to 
enroll in the program were social work university students at the university-level. The 
program was not incentivized nor did it have penalties for participation. The researchers 
discovered that through participation in the workshops students developed knowledge on 
how environmental issues affect social work populations, such as the costs of 
environmental degradation and gender oppression from an environmental perspective. 
Students reported being ‘shocked’ or ‘amazed’ at the newly learned information and had 
not previously considered the connections between environmental issues and social work 
populations, for example the impact of industrialization on vulnerable populations. 
Conversely, the data revealed that students experienced difficulty conceptualizing 
systematic barriers to environmentally sustainable practices, and they instead tended to 
focus strictly on an individual change interventions. Students also demonstrated 
disconnection between foundational social work theories and critical thought discussions. 
The researchers concluded although the ‘bolt-on’ approach was effective in providing an 
introductory, short-term curriculum on environmental social work, it may be best to 
provide a ‘transformative’ approach to avoid shallow-discussion and limited critical 
thought on environmental social work.  
As mentioned earlier, the ‘transformative’ ecological social work approach first 
involves providing a holistic understanding of the natural environment. Then it provides a 
deep ecological discussion on how humans are an aspect of the environment and what 
social workers can do to support this aspect. This is referred to as ‘eco-literacy’ and it 
comes from the perspective that humans are completely dependent on the nature around 
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them (Jones, 2013). Similar mentions of ‘eco-literacy’ or ‘deep ecological theory’ has 
been supported and deemed necessary to include within social work education by 
multiple scholars (Besthorn & Canda, 2012; Dominelli, 2012; Jones, 2013). Having a 
comprehensive, ‘transformative’ approach is the most complex and the most challenging 
method for integration. 
In another study, Hudson (2014) conducted in-depth interviews of social work 
educators at the University of Kansas to learn their suggestions on how instructors can 
develop a deeper understanding of the natural environment, and integrate that 
understanding into their course curriculum. One barrier significant to the integration these 
educators identified was other instructors were unreceptive to environmental social work. 
Interviewees suggested that instructors who are not familiar with the urgency of the issue 
need to expand their knowledge of environmental issues and to read the expanding 
literature on green social work. In consideration of the demands instructors face, this 
could be incorporated into continuing education courses which may be required for some 
social work licenses. One instructor coined the term ‘tracking up,’ which exemplifies 
changing the social work mindset from strictly a micro level intervention to expanding it 
to include macro level interventions. This particular professor provides examples to 
connect the natural environment to social work to make it easier to digest by students and 
instructors. For example, many of the students enroll to work for child welfare, so by 
providing information on the policies and natural environmental concerns that may arise 
within child welfare cases may make it more relatable. Other suggestions called for 
creating professional networks and develop academic groups related to green social work 
and planning annual conferences to discuss current issues and potential methods to better 
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assist other social work students in understanding how these issues affect marginalized 
and oppressed people. The educators emphasized there is an obligation for instructors to 
help change the system and try various methods of integrating natural environment into 
the social work curriculum (Hudson, 2014). 
 Analyzing other integrative methods for environmental education brings 
perspectives useful for future environmental social work education. Researchers 
expanded on the concept of developing an environmental sustainability program within 
other disciplines at Meredith College (Johnston, 2013). These researchers theorized four 
action steps to develop and integrate environmental and sustainability into other 
curriculums: (1) Identify existing courses at Meredith College involved with the natural 
environment and advocate for them; (2) conduct case studies on the existing courses; (3) 
consider initiating various levels of environmental and sustainability programs including 
major and minor degrees, summer programs, providing it as an element in first-year 
foundation course, a certificate program, or as a general discussion forum on the topic 
available to all disciplines; (4) and find opportunities for physical application on the 
campus as lab or workshop projects. The researchers also initiated the idea of faculty 
liaisons to assist with the development of the action steps and promote the programs to 
other students. The idea was to provide opportunities for courses deeply focused on the 
concept of sustainability and environmental issues within a social, economic, and other 
environmental dimensions, but also provide less in-depth aspects of environmental issues 
as a course module or part of a course topic (Johnston, 2013).  
This example combines the efforts of the ‘bolt-on’ approach and ‘transformative’ 
approach mentioned by Jones (2013) within different concentration paths. In addition, 
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Pooley and O’Connor (2000) analyzed students’ attitudes, emotions, and beliefs toward 
environmental issues and what environmental actions the students favored. For example, 
students rated on a seven point Likert scale their emotions toward the ‘restriction of 
vehicles’ and the beliefs toward the ‘restriction of vehicles.’ The research showed 
students’ beliefs and attitudes were often consistent with their emotions, and found 
emotions were a primary factor with how students thought certain environmental actions 
should take place. The researchers concluded in order to successfully incorporate 
environmental education, educators must also target education in consideration of the 
students’ attitudes, emotions, and beliefs, alongside with factual information, since a 
person’s affect is a significant determinate of behavior.  
Rationale of the Study 
The lack of literature regarding environmental issues in social work education is 
the context for this research study. Social work scholars believe analysis of the 
intersection of environmental issues and social work education needs more literature, 
research, and expansion (Boetto & Bell, 2015; Dominelli, 2014; Jarvis, 2013).  Shaw 
(2011) discovered social work professionals had a strong desire to engage with 
sustainability issues and suggested environmental issues must be incorporated into social 
work education, however he did not analyze how social work students felt about 
incorporating environmental issues into their curriculum.  
This study’s purpose is to contribute information regarding incorporating 
environmental issues into social work education. Pooley and O’Connor (2000) state 
educators must analyze students’ attitudes, feelings, and beliefs in order to influence their 
behavior through education; therefore this study assesses social work students’ attitudes 
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towards environmental issues. This research examines social work students’ educational 
level, educational history, educational plans, knowledge, and attitudes toward 
environmental issues. It explores the relationship between students’ experiences 
discussing environmental issues in social work classes, their sense of being informed 
about environmental issues, and their attitudes toward the environment. This study aims 
to contribute to the literature for future development and implementation of 
environmental issues within social work education. 
Methodology 
 This section will discuss the study’s research question and research design, 
including a discussion of a standardized survey instrument and the development of new 
survey questions. Population, sampling, sampling strategy, as well as, the data collection 
and data management process, ethical considerations, and analysis of the data will be 
discussed.  
Research Question 
 The primary research question is “What are social work students’ attitudes toward 
environmental issues?” This research question was developed due to the increasing 
concerns of environmental issues globally and the lack of literature intersecting 
environmental concerns and environmental justice within social work education. 
Study Design, Sampling, and Data Collection 
 This study used a cross-sectional survey design. This design was chosen in order 
to easily create and distribute the survey instrument with no monetary costs. Additionally, 
it provided a simple method to analyze results of the study, which compares multiple 
variables at a single point in time. 
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The sampling strategy was convenience sampling. This sample included currently 
enrolled social work students at ASU, which is the school this researcher attends and the 
primary reason for targeting this sample group. These students are enrolled in one of 
ASU’s social work programs which include the Bachelor of Social Work, Master of 
Social Work, and Doctorate of Social Work. These social work programs are available 
in-person at the ASU Downtown Phoenix campus, ASU Flagstaff campus, ASU Tucson 
campus, or is available online. These students were recruited with the assistance of ASU 
School of Social Work employees, who possessed all the email addresses of currently 
enrolled social work students. A hyperlink was distributed to these students through the 
email list sent by the staff in the ASU School of Social Work. There were a total of 1429 
students currently enrolled when the survey was distributed. 
The electronic survey was created through Google Forms, which is an electronic 
tool used for creating surveys and tests (Clemson Computing & Information Technology, 
n.d.). It was used since the application is user-friendly, simple to create, and allows 
responses to be recorded automatically within a spreadsheet which can be easily 
downloaded.  This researcher requested the ASU School of Social Work staff to 
distribute the electronic survey, which was done through email. This staff then distributed 
the survey and hyperlink to the survey in an email once on December 14, 2015 and once 
on January 21, 2016. There were a total of 112 students out of a total 1429 students who 
completed the survey (7.8% response rate).  
Human Subjects Protections  
 The Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved the following data collection 
procedures and measures. The first question of the electronic survey was a consent and 
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confidentiality statement. This statement included the purpose of the study, that the study 
was voluntary, responses are anonymous, data will be kept confidential and only used for 
research purposes, and there is no foreseeable risk, penalty, or benefit from participating. 
Students were unable to go forward in the survey until they accepted the answer “I 
acknowledge I have read and understood the consent and confidentiality statement.” All 
responses were stored in a secure, online excel file. The data were then downloaded and 
maintained on a secure and encrypted USB device.  
Measures 
 Demographic. The survey instrument possessed a series of demographic 
questions including age, gender, ethnicity, and what social work program they were 
currently enrolled in (BSW, MSW, or PhD). Depending on their program, additional 
information was gathered: 
• BSW: Level in program (freshman, sophomore, junior, senior), double majoring 
and what is the other major, and if they plan to pursue MSW in future. 
• MSW: Type of MSW program (advanced standing, standard, concurrent degree: 
Juris Doctor, or concurrent degree: Master’s in Public Administration) and level 
in program (foundation year, concentration year: advanced direct practice [ADP], 
concentration year: planning, administration, and community practice [PAC]). 
PhD level students were not asked any other particular questions. All students 
were then asked if they received past degrees and if so, to describe the degree(s).  
New Environmental Paradigm Scale. Next, the New Environmental Paradigm 
Scale (NEPS), also known as the New Ecological Paradigm Scale or the revised NEPS, 
was asked within the electronic survey. This instrument was derived from the New 
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Environmental Paradigm (NEP) originally developed in 1975. The revision was 
developed to provide a more comprehensive instrument that had an increased internal 
consistency (Cronbach alpha = 0.81 in the original and Cronbach alpha = 0.83 in the 
revised), but to also include more relevant and current issues, such as human impact on 
the environment and industrialization. The revised NEPS possess 15 questions used to 
measure an individual’s environmental beliefs and attitudes through an ecological 
perspective. Responses were based on a Likert scale of Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree 
(2), Neutral (3), Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5) (Dunlap, 2008). The even numbered 
questions are considered human-centrist and possibly “anti-environment,” while the odd 
numbers are considered “pro-environment” (Anderson, 2012). Other social work 
professionals and scholars have used the revised NEPS to assess the environmental 
attitudes of Washington State residents (Dunlap, 2000) and California NASW social 
work members (Shaw, 2011). Both studies stated the NEPS can be analyzed as a single 
scoring instrument after the reversal of scores for the even numbered questions. The total 
numeric score possible for the NEPS is 75 and a higher numeric score reflects a more 
“pro-environment” orientation, or a favorable attitude toward preserving the environment 
(Dunlap, 2000; Shaw, 2011).  
 Additional Survey Questions. Additional questions were developed to further 
analyze students’ perspective on the intersection of social work and environmental issues 
and if social work classes, or knowing where to find environmental information, may 
have had an influence on their attitudes toward the environment. The questions were 
asked as such: 
1. I feel informed about current environmental issues. 
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2. My social work classes have included content on environmental issues. 
3. I would like to know more about environmental issues. 
4. Knowing about current environmental issues is important to me. 
5. Environmental issues affect the populations that social workers serve. 
6. I know where to find information on environmental issues. 
7. Social workers do not need to know about environmental issues. 
8. Being provided information on environmental issues will help me become a better 
social worker. 
Responses were based on a Likert scale of Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), 
Neutral (3), Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5). 
Results and Data Analysis 
 A total of 112 responses were received and used within analysis of the study. 
Additionally, significant differences were based on a p-value of <0.05. All participants 
responded to NEPS and additional questions portions completely (n = 112). There are 
some missing values for participants within the demographics section due to the 
questions at times not applicable to the individual, or the questions considered sensitive 
questions individuals are allowed the option to not respond. Demographic frequencies 
can be viewed in Table 1 below.  
Table 1. Demographic Responses (n = 112) 
Category Values n % 
Age groups 18-24 30 26.8 
 25-34 41 36.6 
 35-44 19 17.0 
 45+ 22 19.6 
Gender Male 14 12.5 
 Female 97 86.6 
 Identifies outside of M/F 1 0.9 
Ethnicity Caucasian/White 69 61.6 
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 Hispanic or Latino 19 17.0 
 African-American 5 4.5 
 American Indian/Alaskan Native 3 2.7 
 Asian/Pacific Islander 3 2.7 
 Multiethnic or Multiracial 9 8.0 
 Outside of ethnicities identified 4 3.6 
Type of social work program Bachelor's in Social Work (BSW) 28 25.0 
 Master's in Social Work (MSW) 78 69.6 
 PhD in Social Work 6 5.4 
BSW year Freshman 1 0.8 
 Sophomore 3 2.7 
 Junior 15 13.4 
 Senior 9 8.0 
BSW double major student Yes 2 1.8 
 No 26 23.2 
BSW's planning to get MSW Yes 25 22.3 
 No 0 0.0 
 I don't know 3 2.7 
MSW program Advanced Standing 8 7.1 
 Standard Program 65 58.0 
 
Concurrent Degree: Public Administration 
(MPA) 4 3.6 
MSW year Foundation Year 27 24.1 
 
Concentration: Advanced Direct Practice 
(ADP) 34 30.4 
 
Concentration Year: Planning, 
Administration, and Community Practices 
(PAC) 16 14.3 
Students who earned previous degrees Yes 94 83.9 
 No 18 16.1 
Past degree type Associate Degrees 15 13.4 
 Bachelor's Degrees 66 58.9 
 Master's Degrees 6 5.4 
 Unidentified or Missing 7 6.3 
 
The majority of the students surveyed were 25-34 years old (36.6%), but ages 
ranged from 18 to 65 years old with a mean age of 32.67. Most of the participants also 
identified as Female (86.6%), 12.5% of respondents were male, and only one person 
identified out of these two categories, as genderqueer (0.9%). The majority of 
participants identified as Caucasian or White (61.6%). The four individuals who 
identified outside of the listed groups on Table 1 identified as African, Middle-Eastern 
(two individuals), and Chicano. The majority of respondents were also MSW students 
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(69.9%), participating in the Standard program, which includes either full-time or part-
time students who take about 30 credit hours of foundational social work education, then 
about 30 credit hours of their concentration path (ADP or PAC) (Arizona State 
University, n.d.). There were 28 BSW students (25%) and only six PhD student (5.4%) 
responders. This may have been part of the reason why there was such a large portion of 
students who have earned degrees in the past (83.9%) and why 66 individuals (58.93%) 
stated they have earned a Bachelor’s level degree in the past. 
NEPS Scores 
The NEPS answers were categorized within a Likert scale of Strongly Disagree 
(1), Disagree (2), Neutral (3), Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5). Numerical scores were 
reversed for the even numbered questions, strictly for NEPS score analysis. Therefore, 
the higher the NEPS score, the more “pro-environment” the response (Shaw, 2011). See 
Table 2 for detailed results for all 15 NEPS items. Scores were compared with past 
studies (see Table 3), between age groups, ethnicities, ADP vs. PAC concentrations, 
BSW’s and MSW’s (PhD’s not compared due to the small number of PhD students), 
genders, and past degree students using non-parametric one or two-way ANOVA testing 
with one or two independent variables. NEPS scores did not significantly differ between 
the ADP vs. PAC concentrations, BSW’s and MSW’s, genders, and past degree students. 
Table 2. Overall NEPS Responses before Reversing Scores (n = 112) 
 
Questions Mean Score Median Score Mode Score 
Q1: We are approaching the limit of the number of 
people the Earth can support. 
3.18 3 4 
Q2: Humans have the right to modify the natural 
environment to suit their needs. 
2.61 2 2 
Q3: When humans interfere with nature it often 
produces disastrous consequences. 
3.99 4 4 
Q4: Human ingenuity will insure that we do not make 
the Earth unlivable. 
2.85 3 2 
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Q5: Humans are seriously abusing the environment. 4.34 5 5 
Q6: The Earth has plenty of natural resources if we just 
learn how to develop them. 
3.40 4 4 
Q7: Plants and animals have as much right as humans to 
exist. 
4.29 4 5 
Q8: The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with 
the impacts of modern industrial nations. 
2.07 2 2 
Q9: Despite our special abilities, humans are still subject 
to the laws of nature. 
4.38 5 5 
Q10: The so-called “ecological crisis” facing humankind 
has been greatly exaggerated. 
1.84 2 1 
Q11: The Earth is like a spaceship with very limited room 
and resources. 
3.44 4 4 
Q12: Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature. 2.24 2 2 
Q13: The balance of nature is very delicate and easily 
upset. 
3.67 4 4 
Q14: Humans will eventually learn enough about how 
nature works to be able to control it. 
2.32 2 2 
Q15: If things continue on their present course, we will 
soon experience a major ecological catastrophe. 
4.05 4 4 
a5 = Strongly Agree; 4 = Agree; 3 = Neutral; 2 = Disagree; 1 = Strongly Disagree 
 
Comparison of NEPS with Past Studies. The average of total NEPS scores for 
the social work students surveyed was 56.02 out of a possible 75.00, with a mean score of 
3.73 out of a possible 5.00 on the Likert scale. This score is much similar to the studies 
conducted on previous individuals in Washington and on California National Association 
of Social Work Members (see Table 3), although slightly lower. Additionally, the 
standard deviation was greater in the ASU social work student population (SD = 0.88), 
possibly due to the much smaller sample size compared to the Washington and California 
groups. 
Table 3. Comparison of Overall NEPS Scores 
 
Survey of ASU Social Work 
Students 
Survey of CA NASW 
Membersa 
Washington general 
populationb 
N 112 373 667 
Avg. Score 3.73 3.75 3.75 
Overall Score 56.02 56.20 56.20 
Standard Deviation 0.88 0.44 0.47 
   23 
   
a California National Association of Social Work Members (Shaw, 2011). 
b General population of Washington residents (Dunlap et al., 2000). 
 
Age Groups. Ages were grouped from 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, and 45 years old and 
up. When age groups were compared with each other, there were only significant 
differences in responses when the 18-24 group was compared with the 25-34 group and 
45 and up group. The 18-24 group were less pro-environment than the 25-34 group on 
question 10 (p=0.03), “The so-called ‘ecological crisis’ facing humankind has been 
greatly exaggerated.” The 18-24 group were also less pro-environment than the 45 and up 
group in the following questions: (Q3) “When humans interfere with nature it often 
produces disastrous consequences” (p=0.03); (Q6) “The Earth has plenty of natural 
resources if we just learn how to develop them” (p=0.05) and (Q8) “The balance of 
nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern industrial nations” (p=0.03). 
There were no other significant differences between any of the other age groups.  
Ethnic Groups. When different ethnicity groups were compared, significant 
differences occurred within the following questions: (Q3) “When humans interfere with 
nature it often produces disastrous consequences” (p=0.01); (Q4) “Human ingenuity will 
insure that we do not make the Earth unlivable” (p=0.01); and (Q11) “The Earth is like a 
spaceship with very limited room and resources” (p=0.01). Those who identified as 
African-American scored less on Q3 than all other ethnicity groups with an average score 
of 3.00 (neutral) when other ethnic groups selected 4.00 (agree) and above. The 
Caucasians/White group and the outside of listed ethnicities group had an average score 
of 2.60 and 2.00 (disagree), respectively, when all other groups had an average selection 
of 3.20 (3 = neutral) above on Q4. Lastly, African-Americans (average score of 2.40) and 
those identifying outside the listed ethnicities (average score of 2.00) were less pro-
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environment on Q11 when all other ethnic groups averaged a score of 3.20 or above. 
Despite the significant differences, results between ethnicities may be affected by the 
disproportionate number of people within the ethnic groups aside from Caucasian or 
White individuals who comprised 61.2% of this survey group. 
Additional Survey Questions 
  The additional survey questions had responses categorized within a Likert scale 
of Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Neutral (3), Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5). 
Responses were compared between age groups, ethnicities, ADP vs. PAC concentrations, 
BSW’s and MSW’s (PhD’s not compared due to the small number of PhD students), 
genders, and past degree students using non-parametric one or two-way ANOVA testing 
with one or two independent variables. These survey scores did not significantly differ 
between the ADP vs. PAC concentrations, BSW’s and MSW’s, genders, and past degree 
students. 
Table 4. Additional Survey Question Scores 
Question Mean Median Mode 
1. I feel informed about current environmental issues. 3.03 3 4 
2. My social work classes have included content on environmental 
issues. 2.06 2 2 
3. I would like to know more about environmental issues. 3.94 4 4 
4. Knowing about current environmental issues is important to me. 3.87 4 4 
5. Environmental issues affect the populations that social workers 
serve. 4.43 4 4 
6. I know where to find information on environmental issues. 3.32 3.5 4 
7. Social workers do not need to know about environmental issues. 1.66 2 1 
8. Being provided information on environmental issues will help 
me become a better social worker. 4.07 4 4 
 
Based on the average scores (see Table 4), the ASU social work students 
moderately agreed with wanting to know more about environmental issues (question 3) 
and knowing about environmental issues are important to them (question 4). There is a 
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stronger agreement with feeling environmental issues affects social work populations 
(question 5), and learning about environmental issues would help them become a better 
social worker (question 8), which seems to indicate a stronger connection between 
helping social work populations and being a better social worker. Although when it 
comes to feeling informed on environmental issues and knowing where to find 
information on environmental issues, the average response was neutral. This response is 
similar to previous studies with social work professionals wanting to learn more about 
environmental issues (Shaw, 2011).   
Table 5. Additional Survey Questions Frequencies 
  Strongly Disagree   Disagree   Neutral   Agree   
Strongly 
Agree 
Questions N %   N %   N %   N %   N % 
1. I feel informed about 
current environmental 
issues. 
7 6.3  29 25.9  33 29.5  40 35.7  3 2.7 
2. My social work 
classes have included 
content on 
environmental issues. 
39 34.8  41 36.6  18 16.1  14 12.5  0 0 
3. I would like to know 
more about 
environmental issues. 
1 0.9  2 1.8  19 17  71 63.4  19 17 
4. Knowing about current 
environmental issues 
is important to me. 
1 0.9  7 6.3  20 17.9  62 55.4  22 19.6 
5. Environmental issues 
affect the populations 
that social workers 
serve. 
0 0  0 0  4 3.9  56 50  52 46.4 
6. I know where to find 
information on 
environmental issues. 
3 2.7  24 21.4  29 25.9  46 41.1  10 8.9 
7. Social workers do not 
need to know about 
environmental issues. 
52 46.4  50 44.6  7 6.3  2 1.8  1 0.9 
8. Being provided 
information on 
environmental issues 
will help me become a 
better social worker. 
0 0  2 1.8  15 13.4  68 60.7  27 24.1 
 
Age Groups. When age groups were compared in their responses to the 
additional survey questions, the 18-24 group significantly differed with from the 25-34 
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group (p=0.03) and 45 and up group (p=0.03) on question 6 “I know where to find 
information on environmental issues.” On question 6, the 18-24 had an average Likert 
score of 2.86, the 25-34 group had an average score of 3.41, and the 45 and up group had 
an average score of 3.64. This may suggest the younger age group feels unsure of where 
to find information on environmental issues compared to the older groups, who seem to 
agree more strongly with knowing where to find information on environmental issues. 
There were no significant differences between any of the other age groups. 
Ethnic Groups. When ethnic groups were compared, there were significant 
differences between the groups’ average additional survey question scores with question 
6 “I know where to find information on environmental issues” (p=0.03), and question 8 
“Being provided information on environmental issues will help me become a better social 
worker” (p=0.02; see Table 6). It appears the Caucasian/White group and the Multiethnic 
or Multiracial group agreed more with question 6, as opposed to Asian/Pacific Islander 
and African-American group who disagreed with knowing where to find information on 
environmental issues. Furthermore, the American Indian/Alaskan Native group strongly 
agreed that learning about environmental issues would help them become a better social 
worker. There is more than a 2 point variance between the average scores between groups 
for both questions. Although, comparing between ethnic groups may be affected by the 
disproportionate number of people within the ethnic groups. For example, the African-
American group has only five members while the Caucasian/White group has 69 
members. 
Table 6. Additional Survey Questions Significantly Different Questions and Scoring 
Question Ethnicity Average Additional Survey Scores 
Caucasian/White 3.05 
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6.  I know where to find 
information on environmental 
issues. 
Hispanic or Latino 2.51 
African-American 1.68 
American Indian/Alaskan Native 2.28 
Asian/Pacific Islander 1.66 
Multiethnic or Multiracial 3.71 
Outside of ethnicities identified 1.27 
8. Being provided information on 
environmental issues will help 
me become a better social 
worker. 
Caucasian/White 2.91 
Hispanic or Latino 2.41 
African-American 3.05 
American Indian/Alaskan Native 4.95 
Asian/Pacific Islander 2.58 
Multiethnic or Multiracial 1.88 
Outside of ethnicities identified 3.76 
a5 = Strongly Agree; 4 = Agree; 3 = Neutral; 2 = Disagree; 1 = Strongly Disagree 
 
Responses to Additional Survey Questions in Comparison with NEPS Scores 
 Responses to additional survey questions were compared with NEPS scores non-
parametric one or two-way ANOVA testing with two independent variables. See Table 7 
for detailed numbers and average NEPS scores within the categorized groups. Additional 
survey question responses were collapsed into three groups: strongly agree or agree (SA 
or A); neutral (N); and strongly disagree or disagree (SD or D). 
The results found from analyzing the additional survey questions showed there 
was not one individual who strongly disagreed/disagreed with question 5 “Environmental 
issues affect the populations that social workers serve,” which suggest this whole group 
of students surveyed are aware environmental issues can affect vulnerable and oppressed 
populations. But it also appears that exactly half the students may not know where to find 
information on environmental issues. Despite knowing environmental issues can affect 
the population’s social workers serve, three individuals still strongly agreed/agreed on 
question 7 “Social workers do not need to know about environmental issues.” There 
appears to be an inconsistency with wanting to know or feeling social workers should 
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know about environmental issues even though students believe it affects the populations 
they serve. 
Table 7. Responses to Additional Survey Questions vs. Average NEPS Scores 
Additional Survey Questions Responsesa N % 
Avg. NEPS 
Score 
1. I feel informed about current environmental issues. SA or A 43 38.4 57.02 
 N 33 29.5 55.64 
 SD or D 36 32.1 55.17 
2. My social work classes have included content on 
environmental issues. SA or A 14 12.5 53.93 
 N 18 16.1 55.67 
 SD or D 80 71.4 56.46 
3. I would like to know more about environmental issues. SA or A 90 80.4 56.91 
 N 19 17.0 53.26 
 SD or D 3 2.7 46.67 
4. Knowing about current environmental issues is 
important to me. SA or A 84 75.0 57.70 
 N 20 17.9 50.70 
 SD or D 8 7.1 51.63 
5. Environmental issues affect the populations that social 
workers serve. SA or A 108 96.4 56.29 
 N 4 3.6 48.75 
 SD or D 0 0.0 0.00 
6. I know where to find information on environmental 
issues. SA or A 56 50.0 56.80 
 N 29 25.9 55.41 
 SD or D 27 24.1 55.04 
7. Social workers do not need to know about 
environmental issues. SA or A 3 2.7 54.33 
 N 7 6.3 50.00 
 SD or D 102 91.1 56.48 
8. Being provided information on environmental issues 
will help me become a better social worker. SA or A 95 84.8 56.80 
 N 15 13.4 52.73 
 SD or D 2 1.8 43.50 
aSA = Strongly Agree; A = Agree; N= Neutral; D = Disagree; SD = Strongly Disagree 
Other findings showed those who do not feel informed about current 
environmental issues (question 1) scored higher on the NEPS by about two points, but 
was not statistically significant. This may suggest despite how informed a social work 
student feels about current environmental issues does not necessarily mean they are more 
or less pro-environment. For question 2, those who have had social work classes 
including environmental issues scored slightly lower on the NEPS than the other 
categories, but it was not statistically different either. Additionally, results may have been 
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influenced by the majority of students (n=80) disagreeing with this question. The 
students’ NEPS scores increased based on personal interest in the environment, 
specifically with questions 3 (“I would like to know more about environmental issues”) 
and 8 (“Being provided information on environmental issues will help me become a 
better social worker”). The people who disagreed with these two statements had lower 
NEPS scores, the neutral group had middle scores, and those who agreed had the highest 
scores. Additionally, those who stated knowing about environmental issues is important 
to them (question 4) scored higher than the neutral and SD or D group, although, the SD 
or D group had a higher NEPS score than the N group. This may suggest the N group for 
question 4 are individuals who do not prefer being provided environmental information 
either way, and the SD or D group may have a personal perspective about how important 
environmental issues are to them, despite it feeling important to know as a social worker.  
 Limitations. The most notable limitation of this study is the small sample size 
(n=112) and low response rate of only 7.8%. This limitation reduced the reliability of the 
overall study. The internal reliability consistency for the NEPS instrument has been a 
Cronbach alpha score of 0.83 in previous studies, when analyzed with this population the 
Cronbach alpha score was 0.821, which is similar, but the score may be slightly lower 
due to the small response rate (7.8%). Furthermore, this group is a negatively skewed 
sample (-0.69), which may have had also been attuned to the small sample size and the 
potential bias of the students who partook in this survey. The bias may have occurred 
because those already interested in environmental issues and/or pro-environment may 
have chosen to partake due to the information given before the survey. Additionally, the 
emails may not have properly reached all individuals who were emailed the survey. Other 
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limitations include methods of distribution and cultural factors. The distribution of the 
survey was done electronically to student emails. Since this research was more 
quantitative than qualitative, cultural aspects may have played a factor within this data, 
although it was not measured or assessed. Cultural background may be unrepresented 
within this sample group. Additionally, the large disparities between ethnicities, age 
groups, gender, and social work program groups may have also affected the results and 
became more representative of larger groups as opposed to the smaller groups. The 
overall results of the study may not be influenced by some of these considerations, but is 
important to consider within the current and future research. 
Discussion 
There were no significant differences between the responses ADP and PAC 
concentrations, BSW and MSW programs, genders, and students who have earned 
degrees in the past, despite the level of the degree (e.g. Associates, Bachelor’s, or 
Master’s degrees), within both the NEPS instrument and additional survey questions. The 
type of social work path a student may take does not necessarily change how students 
perceive the environment. Although one might hypothesize the type of past degrees 
earned may affect attitudes toward environmental issues, the majority of past degrees 
earned by this sample were degrees considered as a human science field (67.0% out of 94 
individuals with past degrees) where education on environmental issues may not be a 
requirement. There were two individuals with past degrees related to environmental 
issues: a Bachelor’s Degree in Forestry and a Bachelor’s in Environmental Science. The 
individual who earned the Bachelor’s in Environmental Science also received a 
Bachelor’s in Psychology, and an individual with a Bachelor’s in Forestry both had a 
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NEPS score of 59.00, which is higher than the overall average. Conclusions cannot be 
made considering the small number of individuals with past degrees in an environmental-
relevant field, but is important to be noted for future research. 
The statistically significant differences lie within the age groups and ethnic 
groups. The 18-24 group is at a younger, less experienced phase of their life where their 
physical and cognitive growth is still in process and the ability to critically think about 
complex issues may still be developing (National Institute of Mental Health, 2011). This 
age group tend to have lower NEPS scores suggesting they are less pro-environment than 
other age groups, but are overall less educated in comparison to the other groups, which 
is reflected in the data where the 18-24 group feels the least informed on environmental 
issues than other groups (average score of 2.63). Although ethnic identity does not 
necessarily imply cultural background or cultural attitudes, it is still a categorical factor 
when assessing attitudes toward the environment. It appears the African-American group 
does not feel human interference with the environment results in disastrous consequences 
and disagrees that the Earth has limited room and resources, despite evidence showing 
these two questions have been shown highly plausible and despite this population being 
susceptible to environmental racism. However, the African-American group states they 
do not know where to find information on environmental issues, which reflects the 
misconstrued attitude of this group toward human influence on the environment. The 
Caucasian and White group, also the largest group of this population sample (61.6%), 
thinks human ingenuity will help make the Earth livable and claims they know where to 
find information on environmental issues, but on the contrary, research has found the 
further society industrializes with the use of technology, the less inhabitable the Earth has 
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become (Pachauri et al., 2014). This group also agreed more with feeling informed about 
environmental issues (average score of 3.20 with an average score range of 2.00 to 3.33 
between all ethnic groups). So even though the Caucasian and White group slightly 
agreed with feeling informed on environmental issues and thinks technology and human 
intelligence is helpful for the environment, this is not necessarily the case at this time. 
There is a contradiction within these groups with their perception of the environment and 
the actual facts and information is available about the environment.  
The overall average NEPS score for this sample population was similar to 
previous studies conducted on populations from Washington individuals and California 
Social Work professionals, but only 0.20 points lower. Aside from the differences in 
demographics, results were almost identical. For instance, the majority of the students 
surveyed were 25-34 years old (36.6%), but ages ranged from 18 to 65 years old with a 
mean age of 32.7 in this study. This differs greatly from the Washington survey, where 
the majority of participants were 56 to 65 years old (23.6%) and the average age was 47.8 
years old (Shaw, 2011). This may be due the Washington population being social work 
professionals in the field as opposed to being students, who are sometimes younger and 
still developing a knowledge base. Additionally, the majority of participants identified as 
Caucasian or White (61.6%), which is a bit less than in the Shaw survey (71.3%), and the 
second largest group identified as Hispanic or Latino (17.0%), slightly higher than the 
Washington population (13.1%), which is not surprising considering Arizona’s large 
Hispanic population (2011). Having a larger Hispanic and Latino group may have 
affected the overall NEPS scores of this study. 
   33 
   
Overall, ASU social work students appear to have a similar attitudes toward the 
environment with the populations surveyed in the past. Attitudes toward the intersection 
of environmental issues, personal preference, and social work appear to vary greatly as 
well. When additional survey questions were compared with NEPS responses, it seems 
the social work students who do not want to or were neutral about wanting to personally 
learn more about environmental issues had a less pro-environmental attitude than those 
who want to learn more. Although, there is some disagreement that exists with the 
importance of wanting to know more about environmental issues, overall ASU social 
work students feel knowing about environmental issues would help them become a better 
social worker. Unfortunately, half of these students do not know where to find 
information on environmental issues and more than half feel informed about 
environmental issues. ASU social work students have a desire to learn but do not have the 
means to discover this information. 
Implications 
 This study analyzes the attitudes of current social work students toward the 
environment and their attitudes toward the intersection of environmental education within 
social work education. The study’s findings will be discussed within implications for 
social work education and for future research. 
 The result of this study shows ASU social work students want to learn more about 
environmental issues and believe it would help them become better social workers. This 
is also the attitude of populations from previous studies and it is inherently clear the 
natural environment must be addressed in social work education. The findings of this 
research shows the majority of the ASU social work students feel the environment is not 
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negatively affected by human influence, which is not true according to research. It is 
rather alarming the majority of this sample feels well informed on current environmental 
issues, but their attitudes toward the environment contradicts their feeling informed. 
Social work education should work to resolve some of these misconceptions about the 
environment, especially since the majority of the ASU social work students know 
environmental issues can affect the population’s social workers serve. 
 It will be important to address how social work students feel about the 
environment in order to influence social work practice and behavior. If students currently 
do not feel environmental issues are not human-influenced or affected, or otherwise do 
not have a clear understanding of how environmental issues are created, it may hinder the 
individual’s ability to intervene with vulnerable populations experiencing environmental 
issues within their profession. Since these ASU social work students are less pro-
environment than the populations from previous studies, it may be best to first shift the 
attitudes of social work students toward a more pro-environmental perspective to help 
students comprehensively connect social injustice issues experienced within natural 
environmental issues. Additionally, social work education will need to consider cultural 
competency when providing information on environmental issues. This research findings 
suggested attitudes toward the environment varied greatly between ethnic identities, for 
which cultural background may be a factor. Social work education will need to avoid 
having a primarily “Western” perspective when the natural environment affects 
vulnerable populations across the globe. The expansion of research to assess cultural and 
ethnic backgrounds in relation to environmental attitudes may serve to be useful in 
providing environmental justice education within social work curriculum. It is the social 
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worker’s overall ethical responsibility to contribute to environmental policies and 
intervention and it begins with educating social workers on how to approach 
environmental-related practice.  
Conclusion 
Environmental justice education within social work curriculum needs more 
practical and applicable research development alongside with clear guidelines for 
curriculum theory. Despite the lack of environmental justice education in social work, 
social work students already agree that environmental issues affect the vulnerable people 
who social workers serve. Providing more practical application with integrating 
environmental justice into social work can help social work students in the future 
decrease some of the inconsistencies exposed within this research study. Although there 
is some research suggesting methods for environmental justice curriculum within social 
work education, developing research on pilot curriculums would be proactive in its 
attempt to incorporate environmental education in social work. It would lay a better 
foundation on what methods of education would best suit social work students. 
Furthermore, conducting qualitative research on current environmental science fields and 
with environmental science professionals and scholarly educators could prove to be 
useful for social work educators. These individuals’ input could provide the proper 
competency and insight with providing environmental-related education within a new 
field.  
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